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THE'PEOPLE BUSINESS
"We aren’t in the accounting business; we are in the
people business." CPAs who have attended practice
management conferences during the past ten to fif
teen years have often heard this phrase. Basically,
the speakers mean that rather than the usual range
of services associated with an accounting firm, its
product is really its people. Without the right peo
ple, an accounting firm cannot offer quality ser
vices. Its people are a firm’s most important asset—
a resource that must be carefully cultivated if the
firm is to be successful.
A comment in an article in the February 1974
issue of Dun’s Review illustrates this point. The arti
cle was about the proprietor of a six-person real
estate development firm in Pasadena, California. He
had just returned from a six-week business trip to
Europe to find everything at the office in order.
Asked where he found such competent staff, he
responded that he thought most people, generally
speaking, are competent. If they are not treated
properly or given incentives, or receive nothing
much in return for their efforts, resentment can
build up. His staff worked hard but was rewarded,
relaxed, and happy—the most important "thing” in
his estimate.
A section of another article, this one about the
CEO of a hotel-casino, in the April 1984 issue of New
York magazine, offers another example. Describing
the numerous employee motivation programs the
CEO had introduced, the article reported that he
had found that the more he did for employees, the
more profit he made.
A survey conducted early last year for the Amer
ican Society for Personnel Administration/
Commerce Clearing House, established an interest
ing relationship. It found that employees with a high
level of organizational self-esteem tended to accept
the organization’s values and beliefs as their own (at
least while they were at work), act in acceptable

ways, and be satisfied with the organization.
Rubin, Brown, Gornstein & Co. (RBG), a oneoffice accounting firm in St. Louis, Missouri, long
ago recognized the benefits of motivating employees
by making them feel part of a family organization
and by creating an environment where people are
happy and enjoy working. RBG believes that
developing a firm culture is the essential first step if
staff is to work hard and put in the long hours that
are always necessary in an accounting firm. The
firm recognizes that people must believe it is a good
place to work, and that they must feel they are part
of a team and important to it.
To foster innovation and staff input, the firm has a
staff advisory board comprised of seven people from
the professional staff, client accounting and admin
istrative areas, which meets monthly and solicits
ideas from all staff for improving the firm. These
ideas are then presented to the firm’s management
for adaptation and implementation.
Awards are presented for the three best ideas each
year, and the originators’ names are inscribed on a
plaque that is displayed in one of the conference
rooms. Brainstorming is a regular agenda item at
management and departmental meetings. The par
ticipants form small groups to discuss selected sub
jects and often generate fifty to seventy-five ideas.
To foster team spirit, RBG sponsors a cocktail
party for staff every quarter and hosts a variety of
other social events in the months following tax sea-
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son. For many of these occasions, the advisory board
serves as a social committee, coming up with ideas
for picnics, outings to football and baseball games,
scavenger hunts, tennis and golf outings, float trips,
happy hours, and the like.
With three softball teams, a basketball team, and
a volleyball team, the firm is a force in local amateur
athletic competitions. About fifty RBG people take
part in the various events, and, obviously, take pride
in what they do. Trophies take up an entire wall of
one conference room—one of the mens softball
teams, for example, has won nine of the last ten
championships in its league.
The womens softball team was undefeated in win
ning the CPA league championship last year. In
addition, it finished second in the citywide playoffs.
The firm also participates in the annual corporate
challenge—a coed Olympic-style competition. All
of these activities foster the team spirit and family
atmosphere that RBG believes is an integral part of
its firm culture.
The interest in helping young people develop per
sonal and professional skills starts before they
become employees. RBG has awarded scholarships
at four universities for the last ten years or so. This
contributes to the success of the accounting pro
grams at these schools and, not so incidentally, gives
RBG name recognition.
Lack of name recognition often works to the dis
advantage of local firms when recruiting. The
internship program that RBG set up almost fifteen
years ago has also proved to be an effective way for
the firm to reach prospective employees while they
are still students. There are two programs in which
senior students can take part. The winter internship
program is for students attending local schools. The
summer program generally concentrates on stu
dents from the St. Louis area who are attending
colleges elsewhere in the country.
The worth of the scholarship and internship pro
grams is demonstrated by reading the “Who’s New
at RBG" column of News/Views, one of the firms
newsletters. In one edition, five of ten people joining
the professional staff had previous experience with
the firm as interns or had been one of RBG’s schol
arship recipients.

A I C P A 1 0 0
A CENTURY OF PROGRESS
IN ACCOUNTING
1887 1987

As mentioned previously, RBG actively encour
ages staff to make innovative suggestions that will
improve the firm. To further this process, Mahlon
Rubin, the managing partner, meets informally
with small groups of a cross-section of the staff
several times a year. Open communication, new
ideas, and innovation are encouraged at these ses
sions, which last two to two and a half hours.
Staff is kept informed of what is going on in sev
eral ways. The firm holds its annual meeting in
August when, much like a shareholders meeting,
the firm’s results for the previous year, financial
statistics, annual objectives, and long-range plans
are discussed and shared with the firm’s employees.
RBG holds other updates throughout the year.
Every Friday afternoon, RBG distributes an inter
nal newsletter that notes staff birthdays and anni
versaries, and new additions to people’s families.
The newsletter profiles staff members, offers con
gratulations to those who have recently passed the
CPA examination, and contains news about the
firm’s clients.
Do the constant efforts to keep people informed
and make them feel part of a team obtain results?
RBG has no doubts about it.
A frequent speaker at practice management con
ferences, Mr. Rubin often describes the firm’s
growth from its founding in 1952 and the few hun
dred dollars net income the first year, to its current
size of over 150 people. (All of the growth has been
internal, and the firm has never had a merger or
acquisition.) A strong believer that a CPA firm’s most
important asset is its people, and that the firm’s
most important client should be itself, Mr. Rubin
also believes that a firm must grow in order to
attract bright people and give them opportunities
for advancement.
RBG’s revenues have grown at an average rate of
15 to 20 percent a year for the last several years. The
firm attributes much of this growth to the sharing of
ideas, open communication, and to continually
seeking input from both clients and staff. Each firm,
though, is a unique chemistry of people working
together. The keys to making things happen at
are innovation, teamwork, and implementation of
plans and objectives. □
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Highlights of Recent Pronouncements
FASB Statement of Financial
Accounting Standards (SFASs)

No. 91 (December 1986), Accounting for Nonrefundable Fees and Costs Associated with Originating or
Acquiring Loans and Initial Direct Costs of Leases
□ Establishes standards of financial accounting
and reporting for nonrefundable fees and costs
associated with lending activities and loan pur
chases.
□
Applies to all types of loans and lenders.
□ Specifies the accounting for fees and initial
direct costs associated with leasing. Changes
the practice of recognizing loan origination
and commitment fees at or prior to inception of
the loan.
□ Rescinds FASB Statement no. 17, Accounting
for Leases—Initial Direct Costs.
□ Amends FASB Statements no. 13, Accounting
for Leases; no. 60, Accounting and Reporting by
Insurance Enterprises; and no. 65, Accounting
for Certain Mortgage Banking Activities.
□ Applies prospectively to all lending and leasing
transactions entered into and commitments
granted in fiscal years after December 15,1987.
Retroactive application, with restatement of
all prior periods presented, is encouraged but
not required.
No. 90 (December 1986), Regulated Enterprises—
Accounting for Abandonments and Disallowances of
Plant Costs
□ Amends FASB Statement no. 71, Accounting for
the Effects of Certain Types of Regulation.
□ Specifies the accounting for plant abandon
ments and disallowances of costs of recently
completed plants.
□ Provides guidance for the capitalization of an
allowance for funds used during construction.
□ Effective for fiscal years beginning after
December 15, 1987 unless:
1) Application of the Statement would cause a
violation or probable future violation of a
restrictive clause in an existing loan inden
ture or other agreement.
2) The enterprise is actively seeking to obtain
modification of that restrictive clause.
In the event these exceptions apply, this State
ment is effective for fiscal years beginning after
December 15, 1988.

No. 89 (December 1986), Financial Reporting and
Changing Prices

□ Supersedes FASB Statement no. 33, Finan
cial Reporting and Changing Prices, and its
subsequent amendments.
□ Makes voluntary the supplementary dis
closure of current cost/constant purchasing
power information.
□ Effective for financial reports issued after
December 2, 1986.

Statements of the Governmental
Accounting Standards Board

No. 5 (November 1986), Disclosure of Pension Infor
mation by Public Employee Retirement Systems and
State and Local Governmental Employers
□ Establishes standards for disclosure of pension
information by public employee retirement
systems (PERS) and state and local govern
mental employers in notes to financial state
ments and required supplementary informa
tion. These disclosures are intended to provide
information needed to assess:
1) Funding status of a PERS on a going-concern
basis.
2) Progress made in accumulating sufficient
assets to pay benefits when due.
3) Whether employers are making actuarially
determined contributions.
□ Standardizes pension disclosure guidance by
superseding the pension disclosure require
ments of paragraph 9 of GASB Statement no. 1,
Authoritative Status of NCGA Pronouncements
and AICPA Industry Audit Guide.
□ Requires disclosures in both financial reports
issued by PERS and those issued by employers,
including those that do not fund their pension
obligation.
□ Requires the computation and disclosure of a
standardized measure of the pension obliga
tion.
□ Requires ten-year trend information be pre
sented as supplementary information, includ
ing comparisons of:
1) Net assets available for benefits to the pen
sion benefit obligation.
2) Unfunded pension benefit obligation to
annual covered payroll.
3)
Revenues by source to expenses by type.
□ Requires employers to disclose only summary
information about their participation in cost
sharing multiple-employer PERS.
Practicing CPA, February 1987
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□ Provides guidance on disclosure of information
on defined contribution pension plans.
□ Effective for financial reports issued for fiscal
years beginning after December 15, 1986. Ear
lier application is encouraged.

elude compliance with SSARS no. 1, for per
sonal financial statements that are included in
written personal financial plans prepared by
an accountant.
□ Specifies the form of written report required
under the exemption.
□ Effective on September 30, 1986.

Statements on Auditing Standards

No. 51 (July 1986), Reporting on Financial Statements
Prepared for Use in Other Countries
□ Provides guidance for independent auditors
practicing in the U.S. who are engaged to
report on the financial statements of a U.S.
entity that have been prepared in conformity
with accounting principles generally accepted
in another country for use outside the U.S.
□ Effective for examinations of financial state
ments for periods beginning after July 31, 1986.
No. 50 (July 1986), Reports on the Application of
Accounting Principles
□ Provides guidance that an accountant in public
practice, either in connection with a proposal
to obtain a new client or otherwise, should
apply when
1) Preparing a written report on the applica
tion of accounting principles to specified
transactions, either completed or proposed.
2) Requested to provide a written report on the
type of opinion that may be rendered on a
specific entity’s financial statements.
3) Preparing a written report to intermediaries
on the application of accounting principles
not involving facts or circumstances of a par
ticular principal.
□ Provides guidance for oral advice on the
application of accounting principles to a spe
cific transaction, or the type of opinion that
may be rendered on an entity’s financial state
ments, when the reporting accountant con
cludes the advice is intended to be used by a
principal to the transaction as an important
factor considered in reaching a decision.
Statement on Standards for
Accounting and Review Services

No. 6 (October 1986), Reporting on Personal Finan
cial Statements Included in Written Personal Finan
cial Plans
□ Provides an exemption from, but does not prePracticing CPA, February 1987

Information for Members

Technical information
The primary responsibility of the twelve peo
ple who staff the Institutes technical informa
tion service is to answer members questions
on technical matters. They receive some 25,000
inquiries per year on accounting principles,
financial statement presentation, auditing and
reporting standards, and certain aspects of pro
fessional practice, excluding tax and legal mat
ters. If you would like some assistance, we
encourage you to call toll-free: United States,
(800) 223-4158; New York State, (800) 522-5430.

Library services
The AICPA library's staff can offer assistance
on a broad range of business topics. AICPA
members anywhere in the U.S. may borrow
from the library's extensive collection. For assis
tance, just call these toll-free numbers: United
States, (800) 223-4155; New York State, (800)
522-5434.

Please note that toll-free calls cannot be
transferred to other Institute departments.

NAARS accounting and financial data library

Subscribers have access to different types of
files in the Institutes NAARS library. These
are annual reports, including financial state
ments, footnotes, auditors’ opinions, and all
current and superseded authoritative and
semi-authoritative literature from the AICPA,
FASB, GASB, and SEC. For further informa
tion, just call this number: (212) 575-6393.
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Reaping the Harvest of Peer Review
Although peer review is a requirement of mem
bership in the AICPA division for CPA firms, we
turned this requirement into an investment from
which we expect a substantial return in future
years. Having just completed our third peer review,
we see some significant benefits that were derived
from the process.
We strengthened our quality control—an impor
tant step in these times of increased exposure—
while streamlining many of our procedures and pro
cesses. In addition, we carefully rethought some
audit procedures and improved our client services.
Most important, we increased awareness of the
state-of-the-art among our professionals. The end
product was a general tightening up of our practice.
It was not by accident that we fell heir to these
benefits, however.
Peer review is designed to assure quality in
accounting and auditing through a systemic review.
The process consists of study and evaluation of a
firm’s quality control system by a team or by
another firm, including a complete review of the
administration of the control program and a deter
mination of whether the system, per se, will provide
the desired level of assurance.
When it has been established that the system is
adequate, the second phase of the review process
consists of checking compliance with the quality
control policies and procedures by
□ Inspection of each organizational and func
tional level within the firm.
□ Examination of selected workpaper files and
reports to ascertain whether those documents
reflect compliance.
In addition, steps are taken to ensure that the firm
is in compliance with the membership require
ments of the appropriate section of the division for
CPA firms.
The peer review will result in a number of infor
mative meetings between the reviewers and key per
sonnel in the reviewed firm and, ultimately, in the
issuance of a formal report, containing an opinion
on the adequacy of the system and the degree of
compliance, and generally some suggestions for
improvement. The structure of the review will vary
with the size and complexity of the reviewed firm,
but the process is usually consistent, that is, an
evaluation of the quality control system and a
review to determine that the firm is operating in
compliance with the system.
Like an audit, the process has a "compliance ori
entation," yet it presents an opportunity for creative
and experienced reviewers to observe the pro
cedures of the reviewed firm from an objective van
tage point and to make suggestions similar to those

which might arise from an operational audit. As
auditors, we all have clients who draw heavily on
our skills and independence to assist them, and who
view these services as an appropriate extension of
the audit.

Our plan to maximize benefits from the review
Having concluded that our reviewers could be help
ful to us in improving the quality of our practice, we
developed a plan to get the most from their sugges
tions. The initial planning for our peer review was
focused on putting our house in the best order possi
ble. We alerted personnel throughout the firm that
their work could be examined by professionals from
a firm not acquainted with our conventions and
urged that care be taken to fully and carefully docu
ment work done and decisions made, so that some
one totally unfamiliar with the engagement would
be able to understand the conclusions reached and
the basis for the conclusions.
We spent time reviewing reports of recent inspec
tions to assure that firmwide problems had been
dealt with and appropriate compliance steps taken.
We followed up with individual offices and reviewed
our procedures and controls as an independent out
sider might.
The second step in our plan was the careful selec
tion of the reviewing firm. We had decided we
wanted a firm larger than ourselves that had
resolved some of the management and structural
problems presently confronting us, and that had a
more advanced technical structure than our firms.
From among the firms meeting these criteria, we
sought those whose general reputation was satisfac
tory to us and which appeared to have a compatible
practice philosophy. Based upon this analysis, we
settled on two firms from which we sought pro
posals.
We reviewed the proposals with an eye to choos
ing a firm that might efficiently manage the engage
ment with minimum disruption to our operations,
while still providing adequate sophistication in
areas of principal concern to our firm. We held sev
eral interviews with each proposer, questioned
them about their systems and organizations, and
paid particular attention to the proposed team
members and their compatibility with our technical
staff.
Cost was a factor. We expect to pay for profes
sional services but hoped for and did receive a
"professional discount" from standard rates. This,
we think, was a professional and fiscally satisfac
tory approach to the issue of fee.
When we had selected a firm, we held planning
sessions with the reviewers to make certain that our
objectives, as well as their own, would be achieved

Practicing CPA, February 1987
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in the engagement. We made sure that the reviewers
understood our firm and its background, and how
its organization related to the approach taken in our
quality control policies and procedures. This is
essential, given that each quality control system is
tailored to the firm it serves.
We made certain the reviewers understood our
political structure, the way in which changes are
wrought in our firm, and the personalities of the key
decision-makers. We believed that their rec
ommendations would be less sound if made in a
vacuum.
In addition, we spent a good deal of time explain
ing steps we had taken in the past to correct per
ceived problems, including implementation prob
lems we had had with these steps. We asked the
reviewers for their candid appraisal of each step we
are presently taking or considering, and their sug
gestions for alternative courses of action.
Finally, we made absolutely clear to the team
captain and principals of the review team that we
were paying for a costly service and that we
expected important side benefits. That is to say, we
expected their advice and counsel on any matters
which came to their attention where their firm
could assist us in improving our own organization.
We explained to the reviewers that during the
course of their investigations, we wanted them to
provide us with evaluations as to the efficacy and
efficiency of our systems and procedures. We stated

Dates Set for PCPS Conference
The private companies practice section of the
Institutes division for CPA firms will hold its
ninth annual conference on May 3-6 at the new,
luxurious Pointe at South Mountain resort in
Phoenix, Arizona.
As well as professional issues and future
activities of the division, the sessions will
cover synergy in a CPA firm, personal financial
planning services, marketing strategies, mer
ger and acquisition services, new audit rules,
and hands-on micro training. An optional
spouse program and Grand Canyon tour are
added attractions.
The conference registration fee is $325.
Immediately following the conference there
will be a peer reviewer training course at a fee
of $160. Two-room hotel suites are $88. For
further information, contact the AICPA meet
ings department: (212) 575-6451.

Practicing CPA, February 1987

clearly that our objective was to elicit suggestions
which would reduce our costs and improve our effi
ciency and the quality of our work.

Using the reviewers as a resource
In our selection process, and during our interviews,
we made clear that we wanted a team of pragmatists
assigned to the engagement. While theoreticians
may be helpful in the process, we insisted upon a
team captain with wide experience and a realistic
view of how professional objectives can be achieved
in an environment other than that of his own firm.
Our criteria for selection were experience, compe
tence, imagination, and flexibility. We were suc
cessful in having such a team assigned to our
engagement. It is important to note, however, that it
was a part of our screening process.
When we commenced working with the
reviewers, we again reinforced the idea that we were
looking for their suggestions and for them to apply
their professional skills and diversity of experience
to assist us in the continued improvement of our
practice. We made clear that we expected them to
make available to us their tools, structures, check
lists, and the like, just as they examined ours. As a
result we received a broad array of new ideas and
approaches.
When their suggestions were unrealistic, we
explained our organizational or political require
ments and asked them to assist us in finding Another
solution. We made them work.
In short, we were good shoppers. We knew what
we had in mind and we selected our reviewing firm
primarily for its apparent capability to provide us
with that extra service.
The harvest
As the review wound down and we examined the
draft of our report, we became aware of having truly
profited from the experience. We believe division
membership provides certain advantages in the
marketplace, as well as professional advantages
important to the conduct of our practice. In addi
tion, for the same price, we took home a number of
solid suggestions geared to improving
□
Our recruiting and hiring practices.
□
The way in which we advance our people.
□
The quality and value of our CPE programs.
□
Our internal inspection process.
□ The administration of our engagements, and
reducing engagement risk.
Through planning and careful selection of our
reviewing firm, we succeeded in turning a "sunk
cost" into a valuable and crucial element in the
future growth of our practice. □
—by Edward J. McGowen CPA
New York, New York
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Taking Advantage of Client Perceptions
(Part 2)
Part 1 of this article, which appears in the January
issue, dealt with conducting a survey to find out how
clients see your firm, and the types of services they
want. There are several points to consider, however,
before going ahead with a survey.
First of all, it is essential that the firm be truly
interested in using the feedback. The partners must
be willing to make whatever changes are indicated
and appropriate. Clients will expect this. The firm
should also respond promptly if someone expresses
a specific concern. This is particularly important if
the individual signs the questionnaire, or if the con
cern was expressed during an interview. In these
instances, the client is being explicit about his or her
unhappiness and deserves a prompt resolution.
The responses to any survey will appear to have a
negative bias. This is to be expected. After all, you
are asking clients to criticize your firm, and the
responses are never going to indicate 100 percent
satisfaction.
The bias does mean, however, that the survey
results should be realistically evaluated, with the
evaluation concentrating on what the data are really
saying. If you are using the Texas society survey, for
example (see last month’s issue), check whether you
are scoring several points below the average data.
Determine whether your clients are sufficiently
unhappy and you ought to be really concerned.
See if there is a trend in the data that indicates
clients are anxious for more services. Try to find out
exactly what type of service can be beneficial to your
clients in general, and give some thought as to
whether you have the capabilities they want. If there
is a trend in the data, look for specific requests.
Again, it is imperative to respond promptly.
If you’ve got it, flaunt it
If you have services available in the firm which,
based on the survey results, appear to be the types
that clients lack, this is the ideal time to start pub
licizing your capabilities in these areas. There are
many ways to get the word out that you can provide
services that will benefit your clients. Descriptive
articles (case studies) in newsletters and specialized
brochures are two possibilities. (Make sure the bro
chures are distributed and not stacked in your store
room, though. The latter happens quite frequently.)
Direct marketing by partners and staff through
speeches and seminars is another possibility. You
could, for example, give speeches on a subject such
as “Introduction to Estate Planning," or a half-day
seminar on a topic such as “Inventory Control Sys
tems.”
The next steps are identifying specific services

that would benefit individual clients and setting up
appointments to discuss these services with them.
Give current clients the first opportunity to take
advantage of a new service or one that you discover
they don’t know about. Don’t let them hear about
these services elsewhere—you want them to refer
more good clients.
Staff members can play a substantial role in these
efforts because they are the people spending much
of their time in the clients’ places of business. They
should, therefore, be encouraged to look for addi
tional service opportunities—through observation,
by questioning executives of the client firm, and
even by picking up clues in casual conversation with
appropriate client personnel.
Staff responsibilities in expanding services to cli
ents lie primarily in recognizing opportunities. A
partner or specialist may be needed to make the
presentation and close the sale. If staff members can
handle these steps too, however, so much the better.
Another technique, used by all too few firms, is,
whenever a special project is performed for one cli
ent, to immediately determine whether other cli
ents might benefit from the same type of engage
ment. If so, the firm should undertake an organized
campaign to offer the service to them. In some
instances, this type of “standardized" engagement
offers opportunities for value billing and getting
away from the usual trap of rate multiplied by time.
For many of these added services, there is no par
ticular urgency involved, and the engagement can
be performed when it suits the CPA firm’s work
schedule. A good point about these services is that
they put the CPA in a proactive mode, rather than in
one of just reacting to clients’ ideas.
How to deliver the services clients want
Firms must be organized so that it is both possible
for partners and managers to be proactive and inno
vative, and for needed services to be delivered on a
timely basis. This means that the primary concerns
of partners and managers should be in the areas of
consulting, managing (the firm), quality control,
and supervising staff.
It is the staff accountants, after all, who were
hired to do the financial statements, tax returns,
budgets, etc. The reality is that staff accountants
must be highly productive, and many firms find that
the best way to ensure this, and to promptly deliver
services such as tax, estate, retirement, and per
sonal financial planning, is to departmentalize
along these lines.
In the last few years, firms have been getting into
other service areas such as communication con
sulting, conducting insurance reviews to determine
coverage requirements, and providing clients with
Practicing CPA, February 1987
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turnkey microcomputer operations. It is often
necessary to hire people with the requisite skills to
deliver such services. For example, some of the
larger CPA firms have even bought entire concerns;
such as consulting firms, in order to obtain the
necessary expertise.
CPAs are increasingly becoming members of
industry associations in order to develop or pub
licize their expertise in certain areas. Many of these
organizations will permit associate membership,
and joining makes sense for CPAs who want clients
in a particular industry. You can attend the meet
ings, write articles in trade journals, have a booth at
trade shows, and let other members know that your
firm can provide them with specialized services.
Other CPA firms have formed associations to pro
vide certain services such as the ^e relating to per
sonal financial planning and bankruptcy (LINC and
AIA). An increasing number of firms have developed
specialized niches and concentrate on a particular
industry or profession. Some firms specialize in a
service such as litigation support, and sometimes
this work is referred by other CPA firms which don’t
want to develop the necessary expertise in that par
ticular field. Yet another way to deliver bene

American Institute of Certified Public Accountants, Inc.
1211 Avenue of the Americas
New York, N.Y. 10036

ficial services is through joint ventures with other
CPA firms.
These efforts can all make a difference. First, get
present clients in the best possible shape, find out
their perceptions, and show them that you really
care. Be excited about them and their businesses,
and about new applications of your professional
services. A little excitement can be infectious and do
much for the people around you—clients, staff, and
partners.
There is profit potential in doing good work and in
delivering the types of services clients know can
benefit them. There are opportunities to value bill
and replicate the services to other clients whose
businesses could benefit from application of the
same ideas. Perhaps it is worth repeating a concept
from the first part of this article: If clients think of
you as part of their management team—people who
can help them make and retain more money—they
are less vulnerable to being wooed by competitors
and more likely to refer good clients to you. □
—by Donald B. Scholl
D. B. Scholl, Inc.
P.O. Box 3152
West Chester, Pennsylvania 19381

Non-Profit Organization
U.S. POSTAGE
PAID
American Institute of
Certified Public Accountants

The
Practicing
CPA

FEBRUARY 1987

An AICPA publication for the local firm

THE PEOPLE BUSINESS
"We aren’t in the accounting business; we are in the
people business." CPAs who have attended practice
management conferences during the past ten to fif
teen years have often heard this phrase. Basically,
the speakers mean that rather than the usual range
of services associated with an accounting firm, its
product is really its people. Without the right peo
ple, an accounting firm cannot offer quality ser
vices. Its people are a firms most important asset—
a resource that must be carefully cultivated if the
firm is to be successful.
A comment in an article in the February 1974
issue of Dun’s Review illustrates this point. The arti
cle was about the proprietor of a six-person real
estate development firm in Pasadena, California. He
had just returned from a six-week business trip to
Europe to find everything at the office in order.
Asked where he found such competent staff, he
responded that he thought most people, generally
speaking, are competent. If they are not treated
properly or given incentives, or receive nothing
much in return for their efforts, resentment can
build up. His staff worked hard but was rewarded,
relaxed, and happy—the most important "thing” in
his estimate.
A section of another article, this one about the
CEO of a hotel-casino, in the April 1984 issue of New
York magazine, offers another example. Describing
the numerous employee motivation programs the
CEO had introduced, the article reported that he
had found that the more he did for employees, the
more profit he made.
A survey conducted early last year for the Amer
ican Society for Personnel Administration/
Commerce Clearing House, established an interest
ing relationship. It found that employees with a high
level of organizational self-esteem tended to accept
the organization’s values and beliefs as their own (at
least while they were at work), act in acceptable

ways, and be satisfied with the organization.
Rubin, Brown, Gornstein & Co. (RBG), a oneoffice accounting firm in St. Louis, Missouri, long
ago recognized the benefits of motivating employees
by making them feel part of a family organization
and by creating an environment where people are
happy and enjoy working. RBG believes that
developing a firm culture is the essential first step if
staff is to work hard and put in the long hours that
are always necessary in an accounting firm. The
firm recognizes that people must believe it is a good
place to work, and that they must feel they are part
of a team and important to it.
To foster innovation and staff input, the firm has a
staff advisory board comprised of seven people from
the professional staff, client accounting and admin
istrative areas, which meets monthly and solicits
ideas from all staff for improving the firm. These
ideas are then presented to the firms management
for adaptation and implementation.
Awards are presented for the three best ideas each
year, and the originators’ names are inscribed on a
plaque that is displayed in one of the conference
rooms. Brainstorming is a regular agenda item at
management and departmental meetings. The par
ticipants form small groups to discuss selected sub
jects and often generate fifty to seventy-five ideas.
To foster team spirit, RBG sponsors a cocktail
party for staff every quarter and hosts a variety of
other social events in the months following tax sea-
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